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Cataract’s 
Historical 
Falls
BY ANDREW HIND  n  PHOTOS BY MIKE DAVIS

O
ntario’s most dramatic waterfall is, quite obviously, 

located at Niagara. It’s a world wonder without equal in 

our province. Nevertheless, there are many less famed 

waterfalls throughout the Niagara Escarpment, each uniquely 

spectacular in its own way. Churches Falls or Cataract Falls, nestled 

within the folds of the Forks of the Credit Provincial Park below the 

hamlet of Cataract, is another scenic Escarpment location. It’s a 

destination well-deserving of a weekend day trip. ▶

Cataract Falls, once called Churches Falls, tumbles down Credit Valley south of Orangeville. 
The view from the house at the top, in the hamlet of Cataract, must be impressive.
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When first viewed by 
European settlers in the 
early 19th century, Churches 
Falls was looked upon with 
an eye towards profits as 
much as an appreciation for 
its natural beauty. In those 
days, salt was found in the 
ravine. This was an important 
find because it was an era 
when meat was preserved 
in salt, making it a valuable 
commodity. Extraction began 
in 1819 and the semblance 
of a village began to take 
shape. A sawmill was built at 
the lip of the falls, providing 
lumber to build cabins which 
housed workers, and farms 
took hold to supply the hamlet 
with food. After a few years, 
however, the salt was played 
out and as workers moved away 
the village was abandoned. 

It remained abandoned, 
the lots grown over and 
cabins sagging with age, until 
1858 when Richard Church 
purchased the entire site, 
including the falls, for the sum 
of $100. He intended to harness 
the power of the falls to run a 
grist mill and saw mill, and was 
so sure of the success of these 
businesses that he laid out lots 

for the town he was sure would 
develop in the shadows of his 
mills. Church named streets, 
which remain unchanged to 
this day, after his children. To 
his credit, Church was right. 
The mills proved profitable 
and more than a dozen 
families gravitated toward 
them, forming a community 
called Churches Falls.

The greatest boon to the 
village came in 1879 when the 
railway arrived and Churches 
Falls became an important 
railway junction town. 
Numerous changes followed. 
The railway brought jobs and 
prosperity. It was around this 
time that Churches Falls was 
renamed Cataract. Finally, and 
most important, the arrival of 
trains also meant that Cataract’s 
greatest resource, sandstone 
deposits said to be the finest 
anywhere in the Niagara 
Escarpment, could for the first 
time be quarried and used as 
a building material in Toronto. 
Much prized for its unique 
maroon coloration, locally 
quarried sandstone was used in 
the construction of a number of 
prominent Toronto structures, 
including the Provincial 

Parliament Buildings at Queen’s 
Park and Old City Hall.

Church’s mill burned in 
1881, and the aging industrialist 
elected not to rebuild. Instead, 
he sold the property and rights 
to the Wheeler Bros., who used 
stone quarried from the foot 
of the falls to reconstruct the 
mill, bigger and better than 
before. Though it has been 
modified and rebuilt many 
times, it is the shell of the 
Wheeler Bros. mill that visitors 
to Churches Falls see today. 

In 1885 a visionary inventor 
named John Deagle bought 
the mill and converted it into 
a hydroelectric generating 
plant, one of the earliest 
anywhere in Canada. By 1892 
the Cataract Electrical Co. Ltd. 
was in operation and quickly 
became the principal supplier 
of electricity for Caledon 
and Orangeville. This plant 
endured until 1953 when 
Ontario Hydro, which had 
purchased the operation six 
years earlier, decided to shut 
it down. Though in a ruinous 
state, the shell remains, sitting 
precariously on the side of the 
falls, peering over the edge 
like a great grey gargoyle.

◀ (Above) The graffiti-covered 
remains of the 1950s-era hydro 
plant, perched at the side of the 
falls, can best be seen from the 
Credit Valley Explorer train that 
gives leisurely sightseeing trips.

◀ (Below) A large concrete retaining 
wall above the natural falls, secures 
the valley edge for the railway that 
runs above. A corner of the ruined 
plant is visible among the trees.

▲ Girls enjoying a summer’s 
day, cross the bridge into the 
Forks of the Credit Provincial 

Park above Cataract Falls.
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Experience the Falls
This fascinating history is 
told through a dozen or so 
interpretive plaques spread 
around the location. Take 
the time to read them; your 
appreciation for the falls will 
only be enhanced. An almost 
eerie feeling comes over you 
upon learning that you’re 
actually walking over the 
foundations of cabins erected 
to house salt miners 200 
years ago. History suddenly 
feels real, almost tangible. 

Depending on your mood 
and how much walking you 
wish to undertake, you have 
a choice of ways to access the 
park and view Churches Falls. 
The easiest and most popular 
way is to park at the entrance 
to Forks of the Credit located 
in Cataract itself. It’s only a few 
minutes’ walk from there, but 
be mindful of the many No 
Parking signs dotting the village. 
Another option is to enter from 
the gate on McLaren Sideroad, 
south of Charleston Sideroad. 
From there, walking on an old 
rail line that has been made 
into the Elora-Cataract Trailway, 
it’s about a 15-minute walk. 
Finally, you can enter from the 

entrance to the Forks of the 
Credit Park off McLaren Road. 
From here it’s a 40-minute walk, 
though the varied terrain of 
gentle hills, open fields, mixed 
woods and tranquil ponds, 
make the effort worthwhile.

Regardless of the route, 
you’ll be charmed by the pretty 
falls. The only thing detracting 
from what is a photographer’s 
delight is a grim concrete 
retaining wall built along the 
bank of the river to protect the 
railway bed from falling into 
the ravine through erosion. 
Nevertheless, the power of the 
falls, the beauty of the ravine 
and the looming shape of the 
castle-like ruins make for an 
unforgettable view. You may be 
tempted to scramble down the 
ravine’s slopes in order to get 
closer to the falls and achieve 
a more dramatic shot. Don’t! 
People have died falling into 
the ravine trying to do just that.

Sightseeing Train 
There’s a fourth option for 
taking in the falls: from a 
seat aboard the Credit Valley 
Explorer sightseeing train.

◀ View from the train: the bridge crossing Credit Valley where the water 
overflows the dam, above the natural falls and the former hydro plant.

▼ The railway makes a pleasing curve close past the ruin and the falls.

Continued on page 34 �
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▲ From the McLaren Road entrance to the park, a trail passes picturesque hills, fields and ponds, leading to Cataract Falls.

▲ From the park end of the bridge; the hard-to-see dam causes a cascading overflow.

Cataract’s 
Historical 
Falls
� Continued from page 25
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▲ The steep stairs in the park offer a good view across the 
valley to some of the houses in the hamlet of Cataract.

▲ The hamlet called Forks of the Credit, a good distance 
downstream from the falls, gets its name from two streams, the 
actual forks, that join here to form the bigger Credit River.



36 Niagara Escarpment Views  •  summer 2015  

You don’t get to see the tumbling falls 
up close, nor can you hear the water 
as it crashes onto the rocks below, but 
there’s no more comfortable way to see 
the majestic beauty of the Credit Valley. 

Departing from Orangeville, the train 
runs to Brampton, and then returns, which 
guarantees from each seat, a view of the 
waterfall and the haunting ruins. Each 
74-km, three-hour trip includes a meal.

Churches Falls is a marvel to behold. 
Shimmering waters crashing over a 
natural bowl next to the haunting shell 
of the former hydro plant, surrounded 
by soulful forests, it’s one of the Niagara 
Escarpment’s best-kept secrets. 

Andrew Hind is a freelance writer who, 
along with Maria Da Silva, has authored 
17 books, including Niagara: Daredevils, 
Danger and Extraordinary Stories and Ghosts 
of Niagara-on-the-Lake. His last article for 
Niagara Escarpment Views was “Ghosts 
of Niagara-on-the-Lake,” Autumn 2014.

▲ Sightseers at the end of the line in Orangeville. 
Credit Valley Conservation organized a 
Greenbelt update session at Caledon’s 
Whole Village in 2014, followed by a ride for 
participants on the Credit Valley Explorer. This 
trip was punctuated by a wedding party that 
was taking photographs on the tracks.

▲ Several informational plaques near the falls 
enrich the experience of exploring the site.
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